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The Professional Practitioner
Over the years society has always had the notion, to be a professional one must undertake years of educating, training, gained qualifications, and working in one’s professional field to be rewarded the respect and acknowledgment as a professional (McGillvray, 2008) 
When you hear the word ‘Professional’ one may automatically assume the professional as a high-status role such as Doctor, Solicitor, Lawyer. However, when an Early Year’s practitioner who has educated and trained in the profession calls themselves a professional, responses tend to be dismissive as the association of an Early Year’s worker tends to be linked to a carer for children as a lower status role (Solvason and Webb, 2023, p.6).
This social misconception tends to make Early Years Practitioners feel undervalued as a professional in their field. In a research article ‘Don’t call it a workforce, call it a professional’ A study conducted with Early Years Professionals, identified that many practitioners still did not get the recognition as a professional in the workforce. This notion was in spite their continuous education, training and experience. However, Perez (2019) argues professionalism is also an attitude derived through social interactions and behaviours. Yet, this is not the only attribute one needs to be considered a professional in their field. The professional will also need distinctive abilities, qualities and skills they will have as well as their ethical values, that will lead them to identify where they need to improve or update their knowledge and understanding. Ultimately, it is up to the individual to become the professional. 

In Early Years being a professional is not just based on having qualifications but more to do with understanding the fundamental qualities and values working in Early Childhood. As an Early Year practitioners, when working with children and parents its vital to stay ethical and keep the needs of the child at the centre (Gasper, 2015). Qualifications aside, values are an important part of an Early Years practitioner characteristics. When looking after, educating and supporting children, they are not only building a future generation, but protecting and nurturing the child’s best interest, ensuring all decisions and actions affecting the child is the main driving force, Article 3 (UNICEF) in their practice. This can also help develop the professional identity of the practitioner, and therefore be seen as an essential facilitating partner across the Early Years sector. Working with multi – agency professionals can sometimes cause challenges if their values do not align with your values. In order for multi -agencies to work well together and ensure the best interest of the child and that they are the centre of all decisions, they need to all have a shared understanding of the principles and values which are the foundation of Early Years Education and Care (Safelives).

Another fundamental skill required in Early Years is communication. As part of the Early Years Practitioners role, you will be communicating with children and young people, multi-agencies, parents and government bodies. Communication is not just about talking but using a medium of different methods to understand, listen, respect and respond to children, young people, other professional bodies, parents and carers of the child (Dunhill 2009, p.19). Two-way communication can allow children to express their thoughts and opinions and access information, Article 13 (UNICEF) as well as empowering them to have the opportunity to express how they feel and what their views are in all matters that affect them, Article 12 (UNICEF). It is important to make sure your communication is effective in all areas, as mentioned above you will be working with many different professional bodies, children and parents. Not communicating effectively could lead to safe guarding issues with the child, therefore it is essential for all parties to have a clear understanding of the purpose of the shared information and ensure there is also a written record of any verbal discussions in person or remote. When communicating it is also important to get a clarification of their understanding and to follow up any communication with a letter or email, this can avoid any misunderstanding and miscommunication. 
Over the last few decades there has been an increasing change in how Early Years Education and Care has been delivered. Governments have implemented new and updated polices and multi-agencies have identified the need to work together creating an expectation of both “care” and “education” work together. (Pugh 2022) It is important when working with professionals across different services to take the time to build strong working relationships. This can be accomplished by respecting individuals and making them feel valued and listened too in any decision-making process, having the confidence to challenge decisions when one may feel the child’s best interest is not at the centre of the decision, and to hold one another accountable. This open discussion technique will help all parties to understand the child’s situation better and ensure all decisions made are appropriate for the child.
As professional in Early Years, observing, assessing and planning are all tools to help support the practitioner to gain insight on how the child is developing, socially, emotionally and physically, giving the practitioner a chance to understand how the child is interacting and learning and improve their own knowledge and understanding on how children play and learn.  This observation can then be followed up with a series of assessments over time to identify if the child has any needs that are not being addressed. Observing children can also help practitioners to see past developmental milestone and expectations and allows them to recognise the child as an individual (Fitzgerald, Heloise, 2019, p. 139) However, when you know you are being observed it is natural for one to alter their behaviour. This is known as the Hawthorne effect. So how do you know whether a child’s behaviour is real or not? One way to avoid this is to look for patterns, observing the child over time will help the practitioner see if a behaviour is reoccurring and ultimately help them identify when the behaviour happens and what is triggering it (Green, 2024) As a practitioner knowing the child can also help when observing their development. If they are having an off day for example, it could be due to the lack of sleep, changes at home or in the setting or possibly they are hungry. Once the practitioner has observed the child and gained information from the parent, they can put a plan together for the child’s next stage in learning and development. 
In conclusion, the professional practitioner is not just a well-educated and qualified individual, they are so much more. Looking after precious cargo is not a job for just anyone, they are the advocates for the children of today and the driving force behind the adults they grow to become. Over years we have seen a massive change in perception in the Early Years Sector, as early years practitioners, Government bodies, policy makers and researchers work together and understand the fundamental benefits in the early years. This has been demonstrated through the introduction of new policies, improvements in training and qualifications, updating the children’s act and working together with departments in education and health and social care.  






